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B A L A N C E  O F  P O W E R
Ali Sami Bey and images of an empire
T he reign of Sultan A b d ü l h a m i d  II (1876-1909) was the g o l d e n  age  of Ottoman photography.
In Yıldız Palace he had a 
collection of more than 
30,000 photographs, 
some in fram es “in 
beaten gold crowned 
wi th  the  Im pe r ia l  
Ot toman a rms  and 
decorated with cut and 
uncut diamonds” . In 
order to learn what his 
empire looked like, the 
Sultan established a 
comprehensive photo­
graphic inventory of it.
He studied a person’s 
photograph before re­
ceiving him in audience 
or, if he was in prison, deciding whether 
to pardon him.
The Sultan’s photographers provide a 
very different image of the empire from that 
recorded by European tourists. Instead of 
traditional costumes, classical ruins and 
native women, we see regiments on parade, 
schools and hospitals. Such photographs are 
holes in the wall of time and they provide 
direct visual evidence of the Ottoman 
Em pire’s s truggle to survive and 
modernise.
The photograph on this page was taken in 
1890 by one of the Sultan’s favourite 
photographers, Ali Sami Bey. Born in 1866 
in what is now Bulgaria, and was then a 
vilayet of the Ottoman Empire, Ali Sami Bey
graduated as an artillery officer in 1886 and 
then became art and photography teacher at 
the artillery college in Istanbul. His skill as 
a photographer led him to be appointed 
teacher to the Sultan’s favourite son, 
Burhanettin Efendi, and he later became 
one of the Sultan’s aides-de-camp.
He photographed the state visit of the 
German Kaiser in 1898 as well as street life 
in Istanbul, scenes in colleges, ceremonies 
at Yıldız, and his own family. This 
photograph shows exercises in one of those 
military colleges in Istanbul which provided 
a modern education for pupils from all over 
the empire, including the future leaders 
of Iraq and Syria as well as those of the 
Turkish Republic.
It is among the 84 
fascinating photographs 
r e p r o d u c e d  i n 
Photographer!Fotoğrafçı 
Ali Sami (Haşet 1989), 
with a text in Turkish and 
En g l i sh ,  by Engin  
Çizgen. All lovers of 
photography in Turkey 
know the  name of 
Çizgen, who has or­
ganised many exhibi­
tions of old photographs 
of the Ottoman empire in 
Istanbul since 1977. Her 
seminal book, Photo­
graphy in the Ottoman 
Empire 1839-1919 (Haşet 
1987), evoked the era 
when the Grande Rue de 
Pera (istiklâl Caddesi) 
was lined with photo­
graphers’ shops, whose names were as 
cosmopolitan as Istanbul itself: Vassiliki 
Kargopoulo at Number 311, Sébah et 
Joailler at Number 439, Abdullah Frères at 
Number 452.
It is a pity that, after 20 years at the 
centre of events in the Sultan’s palace, 
nothing is recorded of Ali Sami Bey’s later 
life except: “Following the declaration of 
constitutional government in 1908 Ali Sami 
Bey resigned from his teaching post at the 
Imperial School of Engineers to become art 
teacher at Trabzon High School.” Ali Sami 
Bey returned to Istanbul in 1935 and died 
there in 1936. □
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